Autologous CD8-positive cells suppress T cell proliferation in response to thyroid antigens in Hashimoto's thyroiditis.
To assess whether there is a defect in thyroid antigen-specific suppressor cells in Hashimoto's thyroiditis (HT) and whether such cells actively prevent thyroid autoreactivity in control subjects, T cell proliferation was measured before and after removal of CD8-positive cells from the lymphocyte population. CD8 depletion significantly increased the proliferation of HT lymphocytes to soluble thyroglobulin and to thyroid microsomal antigen immunoblotted onto nitrocellulose; some of these cultures also reacted with an unidentified thyroid antigen, mol wt approx 16 kDa. However, CD8 depletion did not permit normal lymphocytes to respond to thyroid antigens. Peripheral blood CD8 cells were also found to suppress proliferation of a thyroid T cell line, derived from a patient with HT, in response to autologous, Ia-positive thyroid follicular cells. These results do not support the existence of a defect in antigen-specific suppressor cells in HT, nor the active suppression of thyroid autoreactivity by such cells in normal subjects. The data suggest that there may be an imbalance in T cell helper and suppressor influences in thyroiditis, but in some patients a new balance is achieved, so that T cell sensitization to thyroid autoantigens can only be identified by removal of CD8-positive cells.